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George Alexander McCaw 
5

th
 December 1931  -  27

th
 May 2026 

 
 

This was George’s church and beloved community. The picture here 
on the table was drawn by George - he gave so much to this building 
and to this community. 
 Maureen brought George to the church before he died. At one 
point during the service I saw him gaze at the Wilson window; eyes 
bright and open wide. His face was alive and I felt a sense of joy in 
his eyes as he surveyed all the colour in front of him. When I went to 
hold his hand, Maureen said to him, ‘this is Gavin, the new minis-
ter’.  He smiled. I don’t know if he remembered that we sang togeth-
er in the choir - him holding up the bass line with Dennis. But I, as 
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well as all in this Unitarian community deeply appreciate all that he has 
done, over so many years to see this spiritual community to where it is today. 
 In John’s gospel which we heard read at his funeral, Jesus says, ‘Do 
not let your hearts be troubled, Have faith in God and faith in me. I will go 
forth to prepare a place for you, And I'll come back to take you with me, 
That where I am you may also be’. Christianity, like so many other faiths, 
believe that death is not an end, but a beginning. And I’m sure George was 
thoughtful about this ultimate question. We pray peace and rest for George 
and we thank you him for the life he lived and the special ways he impacted 
our lives. George, you will remain in our hearts always.  
 
Rev.Gavin Byrne 
Minister, St Stephen's Green Unitarian church. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Memories of George Mc Caw Deceased 2nd June 2026 
Rev. Bridget Spain 

 
When I considered what I would say today the words that immediately came 
to mind were from Psalm 26 “Lord I have loved your house and the place 
where your glory dwells”. George loved this house, the architect George 
loved the fabric of the building, George loved this community and through-
out his life he lived the ethos of his church. 
 He used his skill as an architect to care for the building. His beautiful 
sketch of the building is on the table. In the 60s &70s the surrounding build-
ings were demolished and George guided the churchthrough the process of 
protecting the church structure and overseeing the building of the Church 
offices and an apartment. 
 In 2002 we began a major conservation project at the church. The roof 
was re-slated, the stonework to the front restored and cleaned and a lift in-
stalled. Without George none of this would have happened.  We the congre-
gation did fundraise and George was a generous supporter of the fund. For 
the congregation the work just happened. Getting an Architect, Project Man-
ager, a builder, applying for planning permission for this listed building, ap-
plying for heritage grants liaising with the Council and Planning office, en-



suring the work was properly completed George did everything. He did 
it all quietly without comment he never looked for praise. 
 In older buildings even the small details often are not at small. 
Changing a light bulb should be simple - not in this building. George is 
probably best remembered for changing the Light bulbs. He did this 
when he was well into his 70s, he used a very, very, very long ladder 
this bounced wildly as he shimmied up it, holding a florescent bulb in 
one hand. There was no one holding the ladder. Watching George do 
this was heart stopping! 
 George was a member of the Church Managing Committee, a 
member of the choir and took a turn leading Sunday Services. His ser-
vices were well constructed and well presented. George was baptised in 
this church; church it was an integral part of his life. I asked him if, he 
every opted out of church attendance. He never did. Even when he went 
to study in Edinburgh, he attended the local Unitarian church. He said 
he knew that in church he would have a readymade community. The 
community was important to him. George was a much-loved member of 
this community. 
 George was quiet, a reserved man. However, when George held 
his magician’s wand he sparkled. He was an accomplished magician. 
Older members of the congregation have wonderful memories of a party 
at George and Maureen’s home. George appeared covered from head to 
toe wrapped in brown kraft paper; ready to do his magic show made up 
as a worm. That memory still makes everyone who saw it laugh. 
 I mentioned this to Pamela last week and she shared the following 
memory. George was in church dressed formally; wearing an overcoat. 
Pam car was parked beside George’s, George opened the door of his car  
took off the coat and Pam still remembers her surprise when she saw he 
was covered with balloons, ribbons and badges. George was off to do 
magic at this grandchild’s birthday party. He was a lovely, lovely man. 
We were lucky that he touched our lives. 
 As I said attending church was important for George he attended 
service on Sunday 17th May. Thank you George, for your lifetime of 
dedication and your generosity to the church and to this community.   
You will be missed. 
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Nourishing the Soul 
 
What do we mean by the soul, and how we might nourish it. You 
might remember I talked about the soul a while ago. And I said: 
 Though the soul can feel mysterious, it is something we all 
experience in the depth of being alive—whether in places of con-
flict, hardship, or comfort and joy. We nourish our souls when we 
are mindful in our lives, right now - mindful in the present moment. 
 Human beings have always searched for meaning. I am not 
content to believe that life is only biological; perhaps you share my 
sense that there is something deeper—an essence at the core of who 
we are. This essence goes beyond identity, background, or achieve-
ments. It is the fundamental, unchanging part of ourselves. Many 
traditions speak of this: in Latin anima, in Greek psyche, in Hebrew 
nephesh, in Islam, nafs and ruh, (soul), and in Irish anam—all 
pointing to breath, to life itself. 
 In Confucian thought, this essence is described as Qi—a vital 
energy flowing through all things, connecting human, nature, and 
the divine. Rather than locating meaning somewhere distant, (God, 
way up there in heaven), this view invites us to be attentive to one 
another, to society, and to the world around us. In this sense, the 
soul is not separate—it is relational, expressed in empathy, 
connection, and love. 
 Different traditions understand the soul differently. Christian-
ity often sees it as eternal and life-giving; Buddhism challenges the 
idea of a permanent self, teaching that attachment to it can lead to 
suffering. Yet both point us inward: to the state of our hearts and 
minds as the source of peace or unrest. 
 We are physical entities - our lives are intensely physical. But 
we are people with passions, emotions, talents. Unitarians celebrate 
our freedom - we are free ‘spirits’ ,(we say) - not tied to any creeds 
or dogmas. This we have chosen. And we do not contract out the 
development of our spiritual lives to one teacher, or priest or insti-
tution or one book. I have a fundamental need to find meaning and 
purpose in my life - to connect to that deeper part of myself. And I 
think that’s nourishing the soul. There’s stuff we need to talk about 
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and explore - in greater depth. I really do hope we get the chance to 
do that at gatherings like this - our Sunday gathering.  
 We often hear people describe themselves as spiritual rather 
than religious. And I think Andrei Sakharov, the Soviet physicist 
and human-rights campaigner spoke in a very interesting way to 
this idea. He observed: ‘I am unable to imagine the Universe and 
human life without some guiding principle, without a source of 
spiritual warmth - which is non-material and not bound by physical 
laws’ .He is sounding very much like Einstein who often discussed 
a ‘cosmic religious feeling’. Now Sakharov in his early life, was 
instrumental in developing the Soviet hydrogen bomb, but he be-
came one of his generations most prominent dissidents and human 
rights campaigner. And he didn’t say ‘I believe in a universal guid-
ing principle’ ,he said ‘I am unable to imagine’ a world without 
one. 
 Sakharov's worldview was rooted in scientific inquiry, high 
moral principles, and a belief in the power of human reason and 
spirit. Sakharov was an atheist who did not believe in a personal 
God or traditional religion, but he held a deeply philosophical, al-
most spiritual belief in a ‘guiding principle’ governing the universe, 
a ‘spiritual warmth’. 
 Nourishing the soul means taking in your experience of your 
humanity - love, fear, grief, joy. It has to do with reflecting on those 
experiences. It has to do with deepening our spiritual practice - to 
the end that we deepen our connections to each other, to the created 
world and perhaps to that which we believe, divine or sacred. Our 
physicality, with all its challenges, disabilities, bits not working 
properly, bits that seem broken or healing, needing medication and 
a good diet, is the holder of our souls. It is through our bodies that 
we experience the beauty and compassion of the world. It is 
through our bodies that we bless the world with love, it is through 
our bodies that we give and receive grace and goodness. So may 
our bodies be blessed - known deeply in our souls. But if our lives 
are marked with suffering, ongoing suffering, how is it with our 
souls then? 
 When I last spoke about the soul, I referenced Maslow’s hier-
archy of needs. He held that our ability to flourish depends first on 
meeting basic needs—food, safety, belonging, and dignity. Without 
these, the soul is strained. War, poverty, and inequality are not only 
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physical crises; they are soul-destroying. Nothing threatens free-
dom of the personality and the meaning of life like war, poverty 
and terror. Nourishing the soul, therefore, is not only personal—
it is communal. It requires justice, compassion, and care for one 
another.  
 We thrive in connection, not isolation. Communities, fami-
lies, and social supports help restore what is broken and enable 
people to grow into their full potential. 
 Ultimately, the soul may be expressed in our longing for 
beauty, truth, and love. It is revealed in compassion—for people, 
for nature, for life itself. To nourish the soul is to care for the 
whole person and to build a world where every person can flour-
ish. 
 We are, at our core, a spiritual community. Engaging in 
spiritual practice nourishes the soul. I think it’s worth repeating 
the definition I offered for spirituality - to ‘examine, shape and 
care for your life, and the life around you. We do this in order to 
achieve more wholeness, satisfaction, depth and meaning’ .As 
you examine, shape or care for your life, you are engaging in 
spiritual practice, nourishing your soul. We look within to care 
without - we love within, to offer love without. We treat within 
as we treat without. This, perhaps is true prayer, a living spiritu-
ality, and a commitment to nourishing the soul. 
 How you know when souls in trouble, what ‘risky behav-
iour’ do we engage in that we know risks the health of our souls? 
 A ‘daily cycle of disbelief, dissociation and helplessness’ 
grinds down the health of our souls. We open up our phones or 
tablets or newspaper in the morning only to read what seems like 
an apocalypse…then just go to work, or put on the kettle, feed 
the dog, do the kids lunches…get on with the day. Then that 
evening, you check if the world is still hurtling towards its end. 
Every morning, I check in with myself, before opening the online 
papers - I acknowledge how I am feeling - well rested or other-
wise. Remember all that is good in my life, thankful for that. 
Smile for a moment - take in a big breath and face the day with 
the belief that there are blessings to be had and to be given. I put 
my faith in something beyond myself - I know I am blessed to be 
part of something greater than me - be that family, community, 
even the universe. And when tragedy and grief visit me, I will 
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struggle, and question - what will I do now? And I trust that I will 
not be left alone with that question, there will be others who will 
hold me lovingly. 
 There is birth and there is death - we are all in the in-between - 
may be seek to reduce all that causes us stress, understanding that 
life is an ebb and flow, a cycle of growth and becoming and constant 
change. Nothing ever remains that same, yet nothing is really lost. So 
let us daily recommit to life - letting the deepest part of ourselves, 
our souls grow…May we be mindful in the present moment. 
 I’ll leave you with a question: put yourself in one of these situ-
ations: at home, by the fire, reading a great book; OR waiting for 
chocolate chip cookies to finish baking in the oven; Or planting 
seeds in a pot; and all the time, you’re half way through listening to 
some beautiful music. Your phone buzzes and disturbs your peace - 
it’s an urgent message: the messiah or the one who will have an an-
swer to all of our ultimate questions, has come and will appear on the 
main street to meet the people in a few minutes. What will you do? 
Will you finish the chapter of that great book you’re reading, wait for 
the cookies to finish baking, finish planting the seeds in the pot all 
the while waiting for the beautiful piece of music to play it’s final 
note - or will you drop everything, and head out to meet the messiah?  
 As we gather our thoughts, turn to your neighbour and tell 
them before we sing our next hymn. 
 
Rev.Gavin Byrne 
Minister, St.Stephen’s Green Unitarian Church 
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A Screen of Truth 
 
Abraham Lincoln was the 16th President of the United States. He is re-
garded as one of America’s Greatest Political Leaders. Lincoln grew up 
in poor circumstances and was largely self-educated. Following a career 
in Law he entered politics. He served as President during the American 
Civil War. He was assassinated just days after winning a second Presi-
dential term. He was a founding member of the Republican Party. 
 Lincoln was an accomplished writer and orator. As part of our 
Naming Service I read a letter Lincoln wrote to the headmaster of the 
school when his son was about to begin his education there.   
 In the letter Lincoln sets out his hopes for his son’s education 
those hopes go far beyond achieving good academic results. Among 
other things he asks that: his son learns that it more honourable to fail 
than to cheat.  
 That he is given time to ponder the mysteries of birds in the trees 
and bees on a green hillside. To have faith in his own ideas.   
 Lincoln asks that his son learns to “sell his brawn and brain to 
the highest bidder but never to put a price tag on his heart or soul”.  
One phrase in the letter stands out for me. 
 “Teach him to listen to everyone but to filter all that he hears on 
a screen of truth and take only the good that comes through”.  
 

“filter all that he hears on a screen of truth and take  
only the good that comes through”.  

 
 When these words were written communications were verbal or 
written. It was the early days of newspapers both newspapers and books 
were an expensive luxury; literacy was the preserve of the wealthy. We 
live in the era of mass communications. We send information at the 
click of a button at no financial cost and there are few barriers to filter 
what we send or what drops into the in box. 
 The internet was invented by Tim Berners- Lee who grew up in 
the Anglican tradition but became a Unitarian! That was just over thir-
ty years ago.  The Web is an invaluable resource. There are downsides 
to this new technology. It is important to remember that sending or re-
ceiving information is just that an exchange of information. Making a 
connection with another person is something different. 
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 This morning’s reading highlights the difference between casual 
exchanges and communication.  It shows the assumptions we make about 
our life and the lives of others. How often we believe that other people are 
more talented than we are, that their lives are perfect.  We find it difficult to 
appreciate our own value so we wear a mask, we pretend. We forget that 
other people are doing the same thing. Genuine communication only hap-
pens when people have the courage to reveal their true self. It only happens 
when there is honesty, when there is trust and when we listen to the other. 
This is the opposite to using photo shop and social media posts.  
 Technology has created new problems such as – cyberbullying, FO-
MO (Fear of missing out), and the development of unhealthy sleep patterns 
in young people- the list of problems is extensive. 
 A tool as powerful as the internet will of course be exploited by peo-
ple of bad intentions. There is the deliberate attempt to influence democratic 
elections, cybercrime, the public harassing of individuals.  
 Would that we had a screen of truth that could filter the flow of 
information to leave only the good that comes through. A screen of truth 
that would filter deceit and division and would cultivate unity. 
 The Middle Ages was a time of ignorance and superstition. Power 
was in the control of a religious and social elite. The Reformation and the 
Enlightenment shone a light on ignorance and superstition. At the Enlight-
enment scientific fact and reason were applied to all aspects of life. Democ-
racy was hard won in wars and revolution.  
 The Enlightenment led to a Society that is more equal; every citizen 
has a vote. General Education created a meritocracy. Worker’s rights are 
enshrined in law.   
 It is only in the past thirty years that Irish society has embraced so-
cial change. Single mothers are not stigmatised, marriage equality validates 
love in all its forms. We live in an era of personal freedom. 
 While the majority see these changes as progress there is a backlash 
against these changes emerging. There are those who see some books as a 
threat and want to act as censors. There is a deep mistrust of authority. 
There is a mistrust in scientific facts. In the dark ages people believed in 
relics such as flakes of the true cross, drops of the blood of Jesus or Mary’s 
milk.  
 Now people believe in Q Anon – a conspiracy theory that the White 
House is the bub of a satanic cult dedicated to child molestation.  
Some deny the medical science of a Pandemic. 
 There are people who, as America chokes on the smoke of wildfires 
in Canada, as a third of Americans live under heatwave warnings, as Europe 
and Asia are on fire with record temperatures, as the polar ice is melting at 
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an unprecedented rate and sea levels rise, deny the reality of climate change. 
People spend hours on sites that promote discord. 
 The arrival of Artificial intelligence may bring to reality the eight-
eenth-century story of the Saucers apprentice.  
 Recently Gavin read a wonderful piece written by AI. It described 
Unitarian Beliefs. It was a really well - presented piece of writing. Howev-
er, there are red flags the resume AI gave for Mike O’ Sullivan the Minister 
in Cork had errors. It was about eighty percent accurate. Correct enough to 
appear genuine but it did contain misinformation. Among other errors it said 
that Mike is serving in a parish in Bali - However Mike lives in Bandon not 
Bali! Would there was a screen of truth.  
 In our busy lives we don’t check facts. In the interests of research I 
have been listening to Fox News and to CNN – I knew before I began that 
Fox News would present conservative views and that CNN would present a 
more liberal views. What I viewed confirmed my expectations. I noted that 
the Interviewers at Fox News never challenged the person being inter-
viewed. Only one opinion was promoted. 
 Recently Fox News was fined more than 787million dollars for 
knowingly reporting that there was fraud in the 2020 Presidential Election. 
The reason editors deliberately lied was that they knew this is what the 
viewers wanted to hear. They believed that had they been truthful they 
would have lost advertising revenue. 
 The viewers only wanted to hear what suited them. For rational Uni-
tarians this wilful blindness to the truth seems unbelievable. But, listening 
to the news the other evening was revealing for me. The BBC reported that 
the former Pakistani President Imran Khan had been sentenced to jail for 
“illegally selling state gifts”. As a consequence of guilty verdict Khan can-
not contest the upcoming election. The BBC reported this as a politically 
motivated witch-hunt. I agreed with the BBC – this was a witch hunt. Yet, I 
believe that the charges against Donald Trump are justified. I am biased 
against Donald Trump, I want the BBC to agree with me! 
 Then we are creatures of habit. We like the familiar. Like the follow-
ers of Fox News we want to hear what we believe reflected back to us. 
Would that we had a screen of truth that would filter lies from truth, good 
from bad and leave only the good that comes true. Censorship is not a solu-
tion to this problem. 
 However, two Unitarians writers from the nineteenth century have 
useful advice about finding beliefs. William Ellery Channing writing about 
religious education for children said. “The great end in religious education 
is to inspire in the child a fervent love of truth”. A fervent love of truth is 
important for people of every age. 
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 Later in that century Walt Whitman gave excellent advice. These words are 
printed on our Baptism Certificate. In the absence of a screen of truth the following 
advice is useful. 
 

Love the earth the sun and the animals 
Despise riches simply for their own sake 

Be generous to those who ask things of you. 
Stand up for the rights of those weaker, poorer 

Or those less fortunate than you. 
Mis freely with all sorts of people 

Educated and uneducated 
Young and old 

Hate all forms of tyranny 
Don’t allow anyone or anything make you feel inferior 
examine carefully anything you are told at school 

at church or read in a book and question everything  
that seems to offend your soul. 

 
 The advice to mix freely with all sorts of people is important. If we only 
listen to the people who share our views society becomes polarised. When we lis-
ten to others, we may be open to being changed. If we listen to others even if we 
are not changed the other feels empowered. 
 The advice to “Examine carefully anything you are told at school, at church 
or read in a book” can be expanded  to include everything you read on social me-
dia, hear on television find on google or Instagram. 
The final advice to question whatever seems to offend your soul has never been 
more relevant. 
 

Rev.Bridget Spain                                   13th August 2023 
(Minister Emerita) St.Stephen’s Green Unitarian Church 
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At Dollymount Beach 

 
“And sometime make the time to drive out west from County Clare along 
the Flaggy Shore” begins Seamus Heaney’s famous poem, Postscript.  
When it was first published, people flocked to Co. Clare to see the Flaggy 
Shore for themselves. 
 The line: “as big soft buffetings come at the car sideways” was a clar-
ion call to those poetry lovers longing to have their heart caught “off guard” 
and blown wide open.  Local residents, who had their beloved Flaggy Shore 
inundated with day trippers, had to wait until the fuss died down before they 
could return to their peaceful lives.  They prayed that Seamus Heaney, or 
any other poet of note, would keep their thoughts to themselves when laud-
ing their favourite beauty spot. 
 So, at the risk of encouraging a sudden surge in popularity for one of 
my favourite places, here goes. 
 And some time make the time to drive northside past Dublin’s Con-
nolly station, continue out past Fairview Park, and follow on along the 
Clontarf sea front, until Dollymount comes into view.  Then, with your 
heart in your mouth, you take a right turn and slowly approach the wooden 
bridge.  With the lights in your favour, you drive onto the bridge and hear 
for the first time the rhythmic clap clap clapping sound the tyres make as 
you pass over the wooden boards. My family drove over this wooden bridge 
so many times, that it has become part of the music of my childhood.  It 
brings me right back to sunny Sunday afternoons, the car packed to the brim 
with children, flasks of tea, tomato and onion sandwiches, and Michael O 
Hehir’s voice streaming from the car radio. 
 Ahead of you, is the Réalt na Mara Star of the Sea, and on either side, 
the old Mná agus Fir Bathing Shelters.  And there, at last, to your left, 
stretching northwards towards Sutton and Howth Head, is Dollymount 
Beach.   
 I believe this beach to be a little piece of heaven on the edge of our 
capital city.   
 It didn’t even exist 200 years ago.  It formed only after the North Bull 
Wall was built in the 1820s to prevent silting at the mouth of the Liffey – a 
project originally proposed by Captain William Bligh of Mutiny on the 
Bounty fame.  
 The resulting sand bank became known as Bull Island, with day trip-
pers flocking to the growing beach in the late 19th century.  It is now an 
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Unesco biosphere, a nature reserve, a bird sanctuary, a haven for 
kitesurfers and all within a stone’s throw of Dublin’s O’Connell’s Street.  
 I’ve been known to become heated on learning that people, mostly, 
er, southsiders, have never been there.  
 “What?  You’ve never been to Dollymount Beach?  Ever?”  Incred-
ulous, I’d persist: “But where would you go on a sunny Sunday afternoon 
when you were children?” 
 “Yes, I know the tide goes out forever at Dollymount, and is always 
in at Seapoint, but Dollymount has the softest golden sand you’ve ever 
seen!  Besides, you can’t just turn up at 3 o’clock on a Sunday afternoon 
and expect to have a decent swim!  No!  You must plan your day at Dol-
lymount.” 
 Pick a day, at the end of August maybe, when the tide is due in at 
teatime and the light is a true summer blue.  
 Spend the day making sandcastles, jumping off the dunes, walking 
through the marram grass, watching the kite surfers.  And all this time, the 
tide will be slowly inching its gentle way forward.  Over the hot sand it 
will come, glittering through the sand ripples, quietly, imperceptibly, with 
no fuss, until, at the due time and not a minute before, there it is, deep, 
crystal clear and as warm as the Mediterranean Sea.  
Well! 
 And then, at long last, you’ll settle down in your deckchair, unwrap 
your sandwich and pour yourself a cup of tea.  Useless not to have made 
yourself a tomato and onion sandwich. For you will know by now, that 
there is no better taste in the world than a tomato and onion sandwich, 
wrapped in grease proof paper, and left in the boot of the car for a few 
hours on a hot summer’s day!   
 Then, with your eyes on the horizon, the Poolbeg chimneys to your 
right, Howth Head to your left, you will be neither here nor there, your 
heart caught off guard, as you wonder to yourself what took you so long 
in getting here.  
 
Maeve Edwards 
St.Stephen’s Green Unitarian Church 
 

First broadcast on RTE’s Sunday Miscellany on  31st May 2026 
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 Dublin Unitarian Book Club’s choice for May  2026. 
 

My Brilliant Friend  
by 

Elena Ferrante  
 
This is a story about the friendship between two girls, Lena and Lila who 
grew up in a poor neighbourhood on the outskirts of Naples in the 1950’s. 
The neighbourhood is very claustrophobic as the people live in cramped 
housing and their isolation is further reinforced by the fact that they speak in  
their own dialect of Italian. The reader is also struck by the threat of violence 
that permeates their everyday lives not just because of the gangsters and loan 
sharks that run the neighbourhood but also there is fighting within the fami-
lies and between the families. In this small enclosed world there is murder, 
adultery, mental health breakdowns, and betrayals. The voice telling the story 
is that of Lena who is now a sixty year old woman who is  remembering her 
childhood and youth. She says  about the rawness of their lives ‘ we grew up 
with the duty to make it difficult for others before they made it difficult for 
us’.  
 The girls meet in early childhood and strike up a friendship. Lila is 
fearless and street wise and bold in attitude and behaviour. Lena is much 
more subdued and is both intrigued and intimidated by Lila. There is compe-
tition and jealousy in their relationship but also a bond that ties them together 
for life. 
 They attend the local elementary school with the many other children 
of the neighbourhood, some of whom we meet, and the author describes very 
well the dynamics of the relationships between the children, boys and girls,  
and we learn of their mixed abilities, that is,  who is clever and who is not.  
There is much competition and rivalry in the school between the children as 
the teachers set tests daily. Lena is a hard worker and diligent but it is Lila 
who shines with a natural ability and intelligence and Lena knows that she 
will always come second to Lila.   
 There are many characters in this book which can be a bit confusing at 
times as you try to remember who belongs to which family. The family is a 
central to their lives as it holds the main influence and dictates your future no 
matter how clever you are. Poverty, social demands and expectations play a 
part in where you can go in their world. Lila finishes her formal education 
after elementary school as her parents cannot afford to send her to middle 
school, her father runs his own shoemaker repair shop with the help of her 
brother, Reno. Lena is luckier as her teacher intervenes on her behalf and 
presses her parents to let her go on with her education, her father is a porter 
with the City Council and so with a push and sacrifices they let her go on. 
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The teacher, Maestra Oliviero knows that it is only through education that one 
can escape the slums and the usual fate of the girls who grow up there, that is, an 
early marriage with lots of children and hard work.  
 Lila’s and Lena’s friendship diverges as they are no longer in school to-
gether. Lila goes to work in her father’s shoe shop and she thinks of ways to get 
her family out of poverty. She designs her own shoe line and together with her 
brother they make a pair of beautiful shoes despite her father forbidding them to 
do so, he sees it as a futile exercise as he has no money to expand his business, 
his frustration and despondency is palpable but he resorts to violence to release 
his anger. Lila also grows into a beautiful young woman and draws the attention 
of all the young boys and men around including the notorious Marcello, son of 
the local head honcho Silvio Solaro. He pursues Lila and curries favour with her 
parents with presents. But Lila rejects him and instead takes up with the local 
young grocer Stefano. They agree to get married and Lila sees this as a way out 
of the clutches of Marcello and the local gangsters and also  a way to lift her 
families fortunes as Stefano funds her father’s new shoemaking business. 
 Lena continues with her education and is exposed to the outside world 
and as she encounters people of different classes she sees how small her neigh-
bourhood is and she comments ‘It was like crossing a border, they seemed to 
have breathed another air’. She spends a summer on the island of Ischia as a 
maid and au pair and during this time she grows more confident and self assured. 
The insecurities of the teenage years and complexities of growing up and trying 
to fit in for both of the girls, while the circumstances are different, the feelings 
are similar. 
 The final chapter of this first book culminates at Lila’s wedding. The lo-
cal Don Solaro is guest of honour, a compromise on Lila’s part. Lena too is at 
the wedding as is all their childhood acquaintances. Lena feels different to her 
friends and family and knows that she can escape whereas Lila, has made a 
choice conforming to the social norms. The ending has a twist (no spoilers), and 
some of us who have’nt read the rest of the books are interested in following the 
saga of Lila and Lena. I guess that’s a recommendation in itself.   
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